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1 36 Gannett's Account of the Aurora Borealis, 

XIV. An Account of a Curious and Singular Appearance of 
the Aurora Borealis, on the 27th of March 178 1, by Caleb 
Gannett, esc^. f. a. a. 
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"^HE Aurora Borealis is a phenomenon, which, though 
of great antiquity, if not obferved by the firfV inhabi- 
tants of the earth ; yet a fatisfactory caufe of it has never been 
affigned. Its region has been generally fuppofed that of the 
clouds. A greater elevation however has by fome obfervers 
been fuggefted. Could fufficient data be obtained to afcer- 
tain its height, poffibly it might be of great ufe in an attempt 
to inveftigate the caufe. Thefe data mult be expected from 
repeated and careful obfervations of the aurora, and the 
feveral circumftances attending it, at different times. With 
this view is offered the following obfervation of an uncom- 
mon, and curious appearance of the aurora in the even- 
ing of the 27th of March laft. 

Mr. Mellen, the Philofophical Tutor in the Univerfity of 
Cambridge, being abroad in the beginning of the evening, 
gives the following account; that a dufky vapour, appearing 
like a cloud, lay extended along the horizon from N. N. W. 
to N. E. Its upper edge was uneven and changeable. 
Above it was a body of light, ftrong and vivid, which emitted 
flreams of a pale colour, but bright, long, and frequent. 
About half pair 9 o'clock, there arofe nearly in the eaft, a 
column of lteady light, inclining confiderably to the 
fouth. From the upper fide of this column, the light foon 
began to iffue, not in flafhes or flreaks, but rather in a fheet 
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like fmoke driven by the wind. Its direction was towards 
the zenith j and in a little time, eroding the meridian, it 
joined a column of fainter light ; which formed in the 
weft foon after the forementioned column in the eaft. This 
ring or zone was at firft faint, except where it began •, but 
continued to grow brighter, till the ftars, which were ob- 
fervable through it, were much obfeured. At 20 minutes 
paftten, I firftfaw it ; when its brightnefs began to di- 
mini/h, and its fituation was as follows. Its eaftern ex- 
tremity was very near the eaft point. The northern limit 
crofTed the meridian at 20° S. of the zenith. Its weftern ex- 
tremity was bounded by Aldebaran, whofe height was 5". Its 
breadth increafed gradually from the eaft and weft limits, 
to its meridian height, where it was 5 as determined by two 
ftars on the Lion's hip, which were near the meridian, and 
bounded the zone on the north and fouth. Denel was on 
the fouth limit. A ftar of the fecond magnitude in the 
Lion's fhoulder, was j uft within the northern limit. Vinde- 
miatrix appeared in the middle of the zone, and Pollux, a 
little without the northern limit. It moved (lowly towards 
the fouth, gradually decreafed, and difappeared entirely by 
11 o'clock. 

In the TranfacYions of the Royal Soeiety in London, is an 
account of a fimilar phenomenon, obferved in Geneva,by Mr. 
Cramer,in 1730. The zone was terminated by two parallel 
arches; and was diametrically oppofite to the middle of the au- 
rora borealis. The aurora and zonefecmed much nearer one 
another in the horizon, than in the top. Suppoiing this dif- 
ference entirely optick, and the parallel! fin of the two circles 
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real, the diftance of the phenomenon from the earth, he fays, 
might be computed. He however can-not admit the fup- 
pofition, becatiie the conclufion would be, that the 
phenomenon would have been diftant at leaft T ' T of the 
diameter of the earth, which is too great an altitude to 
believe. He had previoufly offered a conjecture, reflect- 
ing the production of the zone, viz. from icy particles 
fwimming in the air, and- of fuch a figure,, as to exhibit a 
great zone by the reflection and refraftion of the light of the 
aurora, almofr. in the fame manner as the drops of rain pro- 
duce the appearance of the rainbow. Whether this hypo- 
thefis, incompatible with the forementioned conclufion, on 
account of the rarity of the atmofphere at that height, 
which renders it incapable of fuftaining particles, whofe fpe- 
cifick gravity fhould be fuch as to caufe the reflections and 
refractions neceffary for fuch a phenomenon, might not 
bias his judgment, may be queftioned. He mentions two 
arches, rifing from the eaft and fouth eaft, meeting in the 
meridian, immediately afterwards parting, drawing back, 
and frequently repeating thofe motions. Thefe arches mull 
be fuppoied to originate from the fame caufe with that of 
the zone ; but whether their motions agree with the caufe 
conjectured, every one will judge. 

Mr. Profeffor Greenwood, in an account of an aurora 
borealis, obferved by him at Cambridge in 1730, affirms, 
that this meteor has been obferved in New-England at dif- 
ferent times, ever fince its firft plantation ; which is contra- 
ry to the commonly received opinion, that it is of modern 
date in this part of the world. Its appearance however* 
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was lefs frequent at the firft fettlement, than in the Profef- 
for's day. Perhaps, on examination, it will befound, that as 
the country has been cleared, the frequency of the phenom- 
enon has increafed. An uniform ratio however is not pre- 
tended. Future attention of the curious to this fubjecl, 
will, it is hoped, enable them to give a folution of what has 
generally been fuppofed a myftery ; and with which imagi- 
nation has, in fome inftances, played not lefs fantaftically in 
the eye of reafon and philofophy, than is common for the 
phenomenon itfelf to do in the view of a fpeclrator. 

XV. Letter on the Darknefs in Canada, in October, 1785. 
From the Honourable WILLIAM HEATH, esq., f. a. a. 

Roxbury, December 30th, 1785. 
SI R, 

HAVING from the commencement of the American 
war, to the prefent time, kept a journal of occurrences, 
and for a number of years paft, added thereto remarks on 
the feafons, weather, &C on obferving in the publick papers 
an account of the phenomenon, in the Province of Canada, 
on the 9th, 15th, and 16th, of October laft, I was led to ex- 
amine my journal for the ftate and appearance of the atmof- 
phere at this place, on each of the clays before mentioned ; by 
which I find, that on the 9th of October, the wind was part 
of the day foutheaft, and the other part fouthweft, the 
weather fair, cool, and pleafant j the 15th, wind eafterly, the 
atmofphere foggy. About two o'clock, p. m. it began to 
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